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[57J ABSTRACT 



Sokoloff, Taylor & 



Implemented on a vehicle, a communication system used to 
notify a passenger of an incoming telephone call. The 
communication system includes a telephony system j 
assigned to one or more passenger(s) of the vehicle. The 
telephony system includes a passenger control unit ("PCU") 
and a passenger control handset ("PCH") coupled to the^ 
PCH, both having processing capability. Either of these units \, 
may process telephone information transferred to the tele- 
phony system, and in response of detecting a telephone call 
command, perform a call notification scheme to indicate to 
the passenger(s) that an incoming telephone call has arrived. 

15 Claims, 7 Drawing Sheets 
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TELEPHONE CALL RECEIVER INDICATOR FIG. 1 is an illustrative block diagram of a communica- 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION tion svstem lo provide telephony capability within a 

vehicle. 

1. Field of the Invention - . ... » ,i i r u *j 
_ . . . . - . , - . FIG. 2 is an illustrative block diagram of a zone badge 
The present invention relates to the field of telecommu- s /4< „ nTT , n ^ f . . . _ * r^o i 

. r . , . . , . . , . . j unit ( ZBU ) ot the communication system oi HO. 1. 

nications. More particularly, the present mvention relates to v ' J 

a communication system installed within a vehicle and a FIG- 3 * an illustrative embodiment of a telephony 

corresponding method for processing telephone information system including a passenger control unit and a passenger 

to indicate an incoming telephone call. control handset coupled to the passenger control unit 

2. Description of Art Related to the Invention J() FIG. 4 is a perspective view of a display side of the 
Over the last few decades, commercial aircraft has passenger control handset of FIG. 3. 

become a necessary mode of travel for personal and business piG. 5 is a general schematic view of an embodiment of 

reasons. In order to improve passenger comfort, many me interconnections between the passenger control unit, 

commercial airlines now are being implemented with pas- passenger control handset and the SEU. 

seneer entertainment systems that support on-board tele- n „ * . .„ . . , . /• , . <• 

phony and entertainment activities such as video games, 15 ™. 6 is an illustrative block diagram of the circuitry of 

pay-per-view movies and the like. Typically, on a commer- passenger control unit and its interconnecUons to both 

cial aircraft, telephony is supported by conventional tele- mc passenger control handset and the SEU. 

phone hardware which is designed only to support outgoing FIG. 7 is an illustrative block diagram of the circuitry of 

telephone calls originating from an on-board telephone the passenger control handset and its interconnections to the 

handset servicing one or more passenger seat(s), tradition- 20 passenger control unit. 

ally not to receive incoming telephone calls. Thus, commer- FIG. 8 is a flowchart illustrating the operations of the 

cial aircraft have been designed without any capability of telq)n0Iiy system t0 mdicate ^ preseDC e of an incoming 

notifying a passenger that an incoming telephone call is telephone call 

being transmitted to his or her designated telephone handset. p 

In light of the growing use of cellular telephones and 25 DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED 

pagers, it is evident that many people desire the ability of EMBODIMENT 
communicating with others at any moment in time. 

However, for well-recognized reasons, the use of personal Implemented with a vehicle, the present invention relates 

cellular phones during airfiight is strictly prohibited. to a communication system and a method for processing 

Clearly, it would be advantageous to create a communi- 30 telephone information to indicate an incoming telephone U 
cation system and method for processing telephone infor- call. The type of vehicles that may be implemented with this U 
mation to notify a passenger that an incoming telephone call communication system may include aircraft, trains, ferries, w 
has been received. This call notification mechanism, notice- buses, automobiles and other modes of transit. For clarity \ 
ably absent from traditional passenger entertainment sake, however, the illustrative embodiment of the present 
systems, would enable a telephony system, situated in close 35 invention will be featured in a system implemented within 
proximity to the passenger seat(s), to produce an audible a n aircraft. While numerous specific details are set forth 
sound (e.g., call ring) to indicate that an mcoming telephone herein to describe this embodiment of the invention, these 
call is being received. The use of audible sound for call details may not be required to practice the spirit and scope 
notification may be disabled in favor of an alternative call 0 f m e present invention. I 
notification scheme. This alternative call notification scheme ^ Ceftain terms are ^ herein to describe various circuitryVI 
may be necessary in those instances where the call ring of tfae distributed QetW ork. For example, "telephone infor J 
would (1) require a high decibel range in order to be heard ma ti 0 n" includes any type of content (text, audio, video,! 
over the noise associated with motorized travel or (11) disturb ctc ) uscd to indicate an incoming telephone call. I 
neighboring passengers who may be sleeping, especially if Specifically, telephone information includes audio, data and/ 
traveling late at night. Yet another reason to avoid audible 4$ or control mformation mc hiding (i) telephone call corn- 
sound is that sound notification may cause passenger con- mands such ^ a « Ring » co mm and indicating to the PCU that 
fusion in determining whether the call rings are emanating an incommg telephone call is directed to it and (ii) an 
from their telephony system. "On/Off Hook" command indicating whether the caller is on 
SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION the phone or hung up, respectively. The term "activating" 

Implemented in a vehicle, a communication system and 50 should be broadly construed as altering the current state of 

method notifying a passenger of an incoming telephone call. a f cvlce bem S a f v * ted °"> "f, off ' I 

In one embodiment, the communication system includes a ^J 1 ™* P°wer to dim illummation etc.). A line- 

, 1U . * _i * u r*u u- 1 replaceable unit (LRU) is defined as electronic circuitry 

telephony system assigned to each passenger of the vehicle. F . ,. v . 7 , , j 

The telephony, system includes a passenger control unit c 1 ontain v cd u m a P"**fe module that car ^e easily replaced 

("PCU") and a passenger control handset ("PCH") coupled * through the use of plug-in connectors. There exis several 

to the PCU. Either the PCU or the PCH may include a types of LRUs such as a seat electronic unit ( SEU T I and a 

processor to process telephone information, and in response zone bnd S e m } { < ™ U > *~>d below, although such 

to detecting a telephone call command, to perform a call electr0IUC ^ not have t0 be ^figured as LRUs, 

notification scheme. This call notification scheme may ^ P resent application assumes that each passenger is 

include generating an audible sound, switching to a select 60 assigned to a passenger seat and has access to a passenger ■ 

audio channel, activating or deactivating reading light or CODtro1 handsel which the passenger can receive or v / 

flight attendant call button and the like. P lace a telephone call. It is contemplated, however, that\ 

information pertaining to one's seat assignment can be 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS stored within a vehicle in a number of ways. For example, 

The features and advantages of the present invention will 65 seat assignment information can be downloaded before \ 

become apparent from the following detailed description in departure. Additionally, the seat assignment information can 

combination with the figures listed below. be entered, in part or whole, after departure. It is contem- 
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plated that there are many other well-known techniques to serial telephone information clocked at a second clock rate 
accurately route and update passenger seat information. ( e *g> 8 megahertz). The second clock rate is in accordance 
Referring to FIG. 1, an illustrative diagram of one with the clock provided by the processor. The CEPT trans- 
embodiment of a communication system 100 that is used to 221 . » x ? P«>P«gate this newly clocked 
provide telephony capability throughout a vehicle (e.g., a 5 telephone > in formation into a digitd signal processor 
* i • c*\ '• ■ u tu • 4- V ( DSF) 215. The DSP 215 converts the senal telephone 
commercud aircraft) is shown. Tie commumcaUon system mfor J ion tot0 a ^ forma , ^ temporarily st0 L the 
i?° ^ d ° s ». ca ^? telean^mcidoD unit (CTU •) 110 tel hone in buffer m BuBte 222 temporarily 
Hie CTU 110 includes telephone hardware used to establish ^ ^ tel hoQe mformatioD it be com bii£d with 
and maintain audio^ase^mmuiucaUons witita a remotely me pss data and c^po^y audio upon propagating 
located telephone. The CTU 110 further handles call pro- 10 ^ fa a buffer/combiner element 233 . The buffer/ 
cessing to support multiple simultaneous telephone calls by combiner element 223 functions as a multiplexer for trans- 
multiplexing telephone information to support a well-known missions t0 m appropriate electronics unit ("SEU") 
El format for Conference of European^ Postal and Tele- ^ h a , ^ ^ pAr bus 15Q fa ^ reverse Erection, 
communications ("CEPT-E1 ). The CEPT-E1 format sup- ^ ekmcnt 223 tes M a demultiplcxcr . 

ports 30 voice channels at a bit rate of approximately two 15 „ c , , . - uo^hi^a irn • i j 

v , y „_ „ x ¥i . Referring back to FIG. I, each SEU 160,-160,,, includes 

megabits per second ( Mbps ). It is contemplated that other . t j « , , r • 7 

s^r-Trr e „ l r 11 j *** * circuitry used to control the propagation or information, 

CEPT formats may be followed. Moreover, it is contem- . , ' , . . c * £7* . , ™ TI 

i « . • .... . 4 '.it. including telephone information, between its assigned ZBU 

plated mat me CTU 110 is configured to generate telephone , .. . , i j im\ i*m i- ft *S A 

^ n . *ju j * • j u-* j • an ^ lts peripheral devices 170U-170V- 170 2 ,-1702„ . . . , 

call commands, represented by a predetermined bit code, in -_ n f- n r ,„ „ , „ „ . ^ ^ , 

, TL ■ J i * JL , in 170„,-170„_ ( p and x being positive whole numbers 

accordance with any communication protocol formed by the 20 , pl „ . •_ * - c 

... . ; - ^ /Jk™ #»v r ;™ i where p represents the number of peripheral devices for 

S f T iP «^»* cta « ( ) «* lhc CTU- each «x" sets of peripheral devices supported by its corre- 

OEM of the communication system, manufacturer of the orm Z , . r . . , , , . . . , 

vehicle and the like spondmg SEU). Each set of the peripheral devices includes, 

but is not limited to a display 170 11 -170- u (e.g., a flat panel 

In one embodiment, CTU U0 is coupled to a plurality of display including a liquid crystal display, an active matrix 

zone bridge units ("ZBUs") 120,-120,, ("n" is a positive ° display or a display worD by mc passengcr> such as GLAS- 

whole number, n>l) through a digital communication bus TRON™ by Sony Corporation of Tokyo, Japan), a tele- . 

130. In this embodiment, the digital communication bus 130 phony system including a passenger control unit ("PCU") 

is implemented in a star topology through digital commu- 170 21 -170^, and perhaps other peripheral circuitry 

nication lines 140,-140^ although other types of network 170^-170^ such as a modem connector (e.g., RJ-U 

topologies may be used. These digital communication lines connector), head phone connector and the like. In this 

140,-140,, provide full-duplex interconnectivity between embodiment, each passenger seat 180,-180,, is uniquely 

the CTU 110 and the plurality of ZBUs 120,-120,, and assigned to one of V sets of peripheral devices, 

enable each ZBU 120, . . or 120^ to asynchronously M shoWDj each pcu 17 „ n0 is led tQ m 

transfer or receive telephone information. ^ assigQed S£U thrQUgh a fifSt communication path 

Each of the digital communication lines 140,-140„ 175 a -175 x and a corresponding passenger control handset 

includes a differentially driven, twisted wire pair, appropri- ("PCH") 15*0,-190, through a second communication path 

ately shielded by a cable sheath. The use of differentially 195,-195 x . As shown in FIGS. 1, 3 and 5, each second 

driven, digital communication lines 140,-140,, mitigates communication path 195,-195, features a cable having a 

adverse affects on telephone information caused by electro- ^ plurality of signal lines coupled to the PCU 1702,-170^, 

magnetic interference or any other noise. However, other preferably through a cord reel (not shown) to maintain the 

types of cabling can be used besides twisted wire pair such caD i e generally taut. 

as optical fiber. ^ peripheral circuitry 170 p ,-170 may include one or 
Referring to FIGS. 1 and 2, the first ZBU 120, includes more connectors such as, for example, a head phone coo- 
multiple input/output ("I/O") ports which are coupled to the 45 nector and/or a modem connector. The head phone connec- 
' digital communication bus 130 and at least a bi-directional tor provides the passenger audio upon inserting a connector 
digital bus transferring at least passenger service system of a headset therein. Similarly, the modem connector allows 
("PSS") data, audio and telephone information (referred to the passenger to exchange information between a remotely 
as "PAT bus" 150,). The other ZBUs 120 2 -120„ are coupled located source and his or her computer. It is contemplated, 
to neighboring ZBUs through digital communication buses 50 however, that one or both of these connectors may be 
as well as other PAT buses. For the first ZBU 120,, the PAT implemented within the PCU as shown in FIG. 3. 
bus 150, transfers information between SEUs 160,-160 m Referring now to FIG. 3, an illustrative embodiment of 
coupled together in series ("m" being a positive whole me telephony system which may be installed within an 
number), and their assigned ZBU 120,. More specifically, armrest of a passenger seat as shown. The telephony system 
the PAT bus 150, propagates multiplexed audio, PSS data, 55 300 includes an island unit 310 featuring the passenger 
and telephone information to or from any peripheral device control unit ("PCU") 315 and a compartment 320 suffi- 
coupled to the SEUs 160,-160 m in a chosen protocol and at ciently sized to store its corresponding passenger control 
a data transfer rate of a range of approximately 4-8 Mbps. handset ("PCH") 350. In this embodiment, the island unit 
Referring now to FIG. 2, one embodiment of a ZBU is 310 is designed with length and width dimensions to accom- 
shown, although other similar embodiments may be pro- 60 modate the PCU 315 and PCH 350. A locking mechanism 
duced by a person skilled in the art. For example, a first ZBU 325 is placed proximate to the periphery of the compartment 
120, includes at least an audio port 200, a PSS port 210, and to become engaged with a first edge 351 of the PCH 350 in 
a telephone port 220, where digital communication bus 140, order to maintain the PCH 350 within the compartment 
is coupled to at least telephone port 220. The telephone port during non-use. The PCH 350 is released from the compart- 
220 is coupled to a CEPT- El transceiver 221 that, possibly 65 ment 320 by firmly depressing the locking mechanism 325. 
using a phase -locked loop technique, converts incoming The island unit 310, as shown herein as including the casing 
serial telephone information clocked at a first clock rate to of the PCU and compartment, is made of plastic fabricated 
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through an injection molding process such as a 
polycarbonate, although another type of polymer may be 
used. 

As shown, the PCU 315 includes a light emitting diode 
("LED") display 330, a pair of audio control buttons 331 and 
332, a dual-input headphone connector 333, a modem con- 
nector 334 and a plurality of miscellaneous control buttons 
335-337, all of which are supported by a circuit board or flex 
circuitry encased with the casing of the PCU 315. Some 
functions provided by a display, connectors or buttons may 
be used for the call notification mechanism. 

For example, the LED display 330 illustrates the in-flight 
[ audio channel currently selected by the passenger such as, 
i for example, a channel featuring rock 'n roll music, audio for 
video movies or other types of audio. In addition, LED 
display 330 may be used to indicate an incoming telephone 
call through repetitive flashing of the LED display 330 or 
automatically setting to a particular audio channel used to 
alert passengers of the incoming telephone call through 
playback of an advisory message. 

Other call notification schemes may include activating a 
^ display associated with the passenger seat assigned to the 
J targeted passenger. The seat display 170 ai may display plain 
J text or symbols indicating an incoming call or altering 
If backlight illumination. Likewise, a dedicated light source 
J may be placed on the PCU 315 or PCH 350, the armrest of 
1 the passenger seat, or the seat display. The flashing of the 
light source would signal an incoming call. Additionally, it 
is contemplated that a vibrator, such as those used by pagers, 
may be implemented into the armrest, seat back of the 
passenger seat or the PCH and activated to signal an 
incoming call. 

The plurality of miscellaneous control buttons 335-337 
are configured to perform certain requisite in-flight ameni- 
ties. For example, a first control button 335 is a switch for 
activating or deactivating the reading light assigned to the 
passenger seat, while second and third control buttons 336 
and 337 are used as a flight attendant call button and a flight 
attendant call reset button, respectively. Likewise, these 
control buttons also may be used as an alternative call 
notification scheme through repetitive activation/ 
deactivation of the reading light or the activation of the flight 
attendant call button. 

As further shown in FIGS. 3-4, coupled to the PCU 315 45 
through a plastic coated cable 340 protecting a plurality of 
communication lines as described below, the PCH 350 
collectively functions as both a telephone handset and a 
display control unit for a display. In general, the PCH 350 is 
constructed so that the first edge 351 is engaged with the 
locking mechanism 325 when inserted into the compartment 
320 as well as second, third and fourth edges. A credit card 
reader (e.g., a magnetic stripe card reader) 355 may be 
adapted along the fourth edge of the PCH 350 between its 
"hot keys" 360 and 361 of the display control unit portion 
and its handset side discussed below. This allows immediate 
payment to be made by the passenger for telephone calls and 
for use of its interactive entertainment activities. 

The features for the telephone handset are placed on the 
handset side 362 of the PCH 350. More specifically, the 
features include a speaker 370 and microphone 371 to 
provide voice audio between the passenger and the recipient 
of the telephone call, a liquid crystal display ("LCD") 372 
to display information (e.g., the phone number dialed, the 
duration of the telephone call, etc.) and a plurality of call 
input buttons 373 labeled from 0-9 including symbols 
and In addition, the handset side 362 includes a plurality 
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of handset control buttons 375 including at least an On/Off 
button 376 and a volume control button 377. Optionally, 
other control buttons may include a "function" button uti- 
lized to alter status of the PCH's memory for speed dialing 
modifications, a "clear" button for dial correction, a "send" 
button to transmit the dialed phone number to the SEU and 
the "end" button to indicate the end of communication. 

Referring now exclusively to FIG. 4, the features for the 
display control unit are placed on a display side of the PCH 
350. These features include a direction controller 380, a 
"select" button 381, a "cancel" button 382, an "On/Off" 
button 383, a "bright" button 384, a "pause" button 385, a 
help ("?") button 386, an ABXY button grid 387 and the pair 
of hot keys 360 and 361. The direction controller 380, select, 
cancel and pause buttons 381-382 and 385, the ABXY 
button grid 387 and the pair of hot keys 360-361 are video 
game controls similar to commercially available video sys- 
tems such as PLAYSTATION™ by Sony. The help button 
386 may be used to signal the display to provide a help menu 
providing explanations to be read by the passenger while the 
On/Off and bright buttons 383-384 are used to turn on or off 
the display corresponding to the passenger seat as well as 
adjust the brightness of the display. 

Referring now to FIG. 5, a general schematic diagram 
illustrates the communication paths between a SEU 400 
(e.g., SEU nOj of FIG. 1) and the PCU 420 (e.g., PCU 
170 21 of FIG. 1). The SEU 400 is coupled to the PCU 420 
through an interface 430 featuring serial data lines, analog 
lines, power and ground. The PCU 420 is further routed to 
the PCH 440 (e.g., PCH 190 x of FIG. 1) utilizing the same 
interface scheme. As shown, an embodiment of the interface 
430 supports at least telephony and interactive entertainment 
activities through the communication lines shown in Table 
A. 

TABLE A 

Communication Lines Associated with the Interface 
Co mm Line 



50 



No. 


Name 


Description 


1 


RS-232(Tx) 


Data Transmit line 


2 


R-232(Rx) 


Data Receive line 


3 


DC Power 


Power line 


4 


DC Ground 


Ground for lines 1-3 


5 


Microphone 


Audio Transmit line 


6 


Receiver 


Audio Receive line 


7 


Analog GND 


Ground for lines 5 & 6 



The serial data lines 401-402 are illustrated as a low 
impedance serial data lines 401-402 in accordance with a 
well-recognized RS-232 standard (hereinafter referred to as 
"RS-232<Tx) line 401" and "RS232(Rx) line 402") that 
serially transfer information from the SEU 400 to the PCU 
420 and vice versa, respectively. The information transferred 
to the PCU 420 may include telephone call commands 
which are processed by the PCU 420 and/or PCH 440 to 
cause various I/O circuitry of the PCU 420 and/or PCH 440 
to indicate an incoming telephone call is being received by 
either production of an audible sound or performance of an 
alternative call notification scheme. The reason that the 
serial data lines are preferred over parallel data lines is that 
the length of the communication line that interconnects the 
PCU 420 to the SEU 400 may be over ten feet in length 
which warrants serial communication for reliability con- 
cerns when cost-effectiveness is an issue. Thus, any voltage 
drop caused by the impedance in the cable would have no 
appreciable effect on the RS-232 twelve volt ("V") signals. 
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It is contemplated that other types of data lines may be used 
according to other electrical standards and implementation 
specific requirements. 

The analog lines 403-404 are illustrated as a microphone 
line 403 that transmits audio sound in an analog format 
originating from the PCH 440 and a receiver line 404 that 
transfers audio back to the PCH 440. The power line 405 is 
represented as a DC Power line which provides approxi- 
mately twelve volts (-12 V) for use by the PCU 420. The 
ground lines 406-407 include a DC Ground line 406 and an 
Analog Ground line 407 which provide a ground reference 
to circuitry within the PCU 420 and a ground reference for 
the analog circuitry in the PCH 440, respectively. 

As further shown, the PCU 420 is further coupled to the 
PCH 440 utilizing the same interface scheme so that the 
PCH 440 can be electrically coupled to the SEU 400 without 
being mechanically coupled thereto. However, the voltage 
placed on the power line from the PCU 420 to the PCH 440, 
corresponding to the DC Power line 405, is regulated or 
converted to a voltage approximate to a well-recognized 
voltage level (e.g., approximately 5 V per Transistor- 
Transistor Logic "TTL" or Emitter Couple Logic "ECL") in 
those implementations where the PCU 420 and PCH 440 are 
in close proximity. 

Referring to FIG. 6, an illustrative block diagram of the 
internal circuitry within the PCU 420 is shown. The PCU 
420 comprises a central processing unit ("CPU'*) 505, which 
controls the general operations of the PCU 420, and control 
circuitry 510 including but not limited to a reset circuit 512. 
The CPU 505 is further coupled to I/O circuitry such as a 
plurality of switches 515, a memory element 520 and a light 
emitting diode ("LED") display 525. The plurality of 
switches 515 may be configured so that hardware, indepen- 
dent from the PCU 420, performs various functions upon 
receiving the Ring command. Performed either concurrently 
\ or separately in succession if no response (e.g., answer 
|l phone) is detected by the passenger for a predetermined 
( length of time (e.g., a few seconds), these functions may 
include activating a device generating a call ring signally 
referred to as a call ring mechanism, setting the LED display 
to a selected audio channel, activating and/or deactivating a 
reading light, activating the flight attendant call button, 
illuminating a dedicated light source, activating a seat dis- 
play to display information indicative of an incoming call, 
activating a vibrator or any other device that could be used 
| to indicate receipt of an incoming telephone call. The 
f memory element 520, preferably made of programmable 
memory (e.g., flash memory), contains information (e.g., 
software control programs, error code, state information) 
and provides storage for use by the CPU 505. The LED 
display 525 is a seven LED segment display that receives 
information from the CPU 505 to illuminates the appropriate 
LEDs to display the audio channel number or may be 
configured to repetitively flash to indicate an incoming 
telephone call has been detected. 

As still shown in FIG. 6, the PCU 420 communicates with 
the SEU through a first communication path 550 and com- 
municates with the PCH 440 through a second communi- 
cation path 650. These data transmission through the com- 
munication paths 550 and 650 are controlled by a first serial 
driver/receiver device 530 and a second serial driver/ 
receiver device 535 (e.g., RS-232 serial data drivers if 
RS232C data lines are used). For audio data transmissions 
between the SEU and the PCH, the PCU 420 operates as a 
conduit without subjecting the audio further translation or 
processing. 

However, the DC power provided by the SEU is translated 
from its initial voltage level (e.g., approximately 12 V 
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normally utilized by RS-232 serial data lines, which is 
placed on the DC power line of the first communication path 
550, into approximately 5 V for use by the circuitry of the 
PCU 420. The communication, line configuration of an 
5 embodiment of the first communication path 550 is shown in 
Table B. 

TABLE B 



Communication lines Associated with 
the First Communication Path 



Line No. 


Name 


Description 


1 


RS-232(Tx) 


Serial Data transmit from PCU to SEU 


2 


DC Power (+12V) 


Initial \*>ltage Reference (-12V) from 


15 




SEU to PCU 


3 


RS-232(Rx) 


Serial Data receive from SEU to PCU 


4 


DCGND 


Ground 


5 


MIC 


Audio transmit from PCU fo SEU 


6 


Analog GND 


Ground 


7 


Receiver 


Audio Receive from SEU to PCU 


20 8 


Shield 


Noise reduction 



Referring to FIG. 7, an illustrative block diagram of 
internal circuitry of the PCH 440 is shown. The PCH 440 
comprises (i) a central processing unit ("CPU") 605, con- 

25 trolling the general operations of the PCH 440, and (ii) a 
microphone/speaker combination 610 which collectively 
operates as an input/output ("I/O") device in transferring 
audio information to or from the PCU through the second 
communication path 650. The CPU 605 as well as other 

30 circuitry within the PCH 440 receive DC power from a 
power regulator 615 which receives DC power from the 
second communication path 650 and regulates voltage on a 
DC power line to provide approximately five volts (»5 V) to 
the circuitry of the PCH 440. 

35 The CPU 605 is coupled to control circuitry 620 including 
but not limited to an internal clock 621 and a reset circuit 
623. The control circuitry 620 is used to controls the general 
functionality of the CPU 605. More specifically, the internal 
clock 621 provides a clock signal (e.g., 16 megahertz 
"MHz") to the CPU 605 to control its speed of operation. 

40 The reset circuit 623 is implemented to indicate to the CPU 
605 when power supplied to the CPU 605 is sufficient to 
guarantee its correct operation. 

As shown, the CPU 605 is further coupled to a number of 
input and/or output devices such as a plurality of switches 

45 625, a memory element 630, a liquid crystal display "LCD" 
panel 635, a LCD backlight 640 and a credit card reader 645. 
The plurality of switches 625 are positioned in the PCH 440 
to signal to the CPU 605 which call input buttons or handset 
control buttons (See FIG. 3) are being depressed. The 

so memory element 630, preferably made of programmable 
memory (e.g., flash memory), contains information (e.g., 
software control programs, error code, state information and 
the like) and provides storage for use by the CPU 605. The 
LCD panel 635 receives information from the CPU 605 to 

55 control the nature of its display. The LCD backlight 640 is 
further controlled by the CPU 605 to control the contrast of 
the LCD panel 635 which can also be used to indicate an 
incoming telephone call by occasionally increasing and/or 
decreasing the illumination intensity of the backlight. The 

60 credit card reader 645 is an input device that transfers digital 
data obtained a credit card (e.g., a Smartcard™, magnetic 
stripe credit card and the like) inserted or swiped through the 
credit card reader 645. Preferably, the CPU 605 transfers that 
information for the SEU which may perform credit card 

65 authorization before allowing the passenger to utilize the 
telephonic features of the handset or other services requiring 
payment. 
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As further shown, the PCH 440 communicates with the 
PCU through the second communication path 650 controlled 
by a serial driver/receiver device 655, namely a RS-232 
driver/receiver device, provided RS-232 serial data lines are 
used. The serial driver/receiver device 655 receives the 
digital data provided by the CPU 605 and serially transmits 
that data through a first communication line of the second 
communication path 650. Concurrently, audio received by 
the microphone is transmitted through another communica- 
tion line. The communication line configuration of an 
embodiment of the second communication path 650 is 
shown in Table C. 

TABLE C 



Communication Lines Associated with the Second 
Communication Path 



Line No. 


Name 


Description 


1 


RS-232(Tx) 


Serial Data transmit from PCH to PCU 


2 


DC Power (12V) 


\bltage reference from PCU to PCH. 


3 


RS-232(Rx) 


Serial Data receive from PCU to PCH 


4 


DCGND 


Ground 


5 


MIC 


Audio transmit from PCH to PCU 


6 


Analog GND 


Ground 


7 


Receiver 


Audio Receive from PCU to PCH 


8 


Shield 


Noise Reduction 



Referring now to FIG. 8, a flowchart illustrating the 
operational steps performed by the telephony system to 
indicate an incoming telephone call is shown. First, the SEU 
receives the telephone information, including the telephone 
call commands, and outputs the telephone information on 
data lines to the telephony system, namely the PCU, indi- 
cating that an incoming telephone call is directed to the PCH 
(blocks 705 and 710). Next, a determination is made as to 
whether the incoming call has been disabled by either the 
passenger or perhaps attendants of the vehicle (block 715). 
/If so, the incoming call may be routed to voice mail system, 
/disconnected after playing a message indicating that the 
^intended recipient has disabled phone service and the like. 
The response would depend on the type of telephone equip- 
ment implemented into the vehicle. If the incoming call has 
not been disabled, the command is routed to the PCU which 
determines whether the call ring has been disabled in its 
entirety, in favor of an alternative call notification scheme 
(block 720). If not, the command is either transmitted to the 
PCH to produce the call ring or the call ring is produced by 
the PCU through activation of one of its switches (block 
725). 

In the event that the incoming telephone call goes unde- 
tected by the intended passenger, or the call ring has been 
disabled for a prescribed period of time (e.g., more than ten 
seconds), one or more alternative call notification schemes 
may be used (blocks 730 and 735). These alternative call 
notification schemes may be performed subsequently or 
collectively for a short duration in an effort to notify the 
passenger of the incoming telephone call. For example, 
receipt of the telephone call command may cause the CPU 
of the PCU to control the LED display to show a pre- 
selected number or repetitively flash the pre-selected num- 
ber. Another alternative technique is to repetitively activate 
and deactivate switches in order to provide a repetitious 
sensory notice such as activating/deactivating the reading 
light and the like. Yet another alternative technique is to 
activate the attendant call button causing the attendant to 
locate or notify the passenger of the incoming telephone call. 
Another technique is for the PCU to generate a message to 
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be routed to the seat display to provide a message indicating 
the presence of an incoming call. A further technique is to 
route control signals to other periphery devices (e.g., vibra- 
tor in seat or armrest like those used by pagers) to signal the 

5 presence of an incoming call. Another technique would be to 
cause various occurrences at the PCH level such as varying 
intensity of the backlight, vibration and the like. 

The present invention described herein may be designed 
in many different embodiments and using many different 

10 configurations. As discussed herein, the system architecture 
of the present invention is flexible enough so that a variety 
of call notification schemes may be used, separately or 
concurrently. It is contemplated that each passenger must be 
assigned a particular seat on the vehicle and the seat location 
must be known by the communication system during travel. 

15 This may be accomplished by entering passenger's name 
and his or her corresponding seat into a computer which can 
load such information into the ZBUs. While the present 
invention has been described in terms of various 
embodiments, other embodiments may come to mind to 

20 those skilled in the art without departing from the spirit and 
scope of the present invention. The invention should, 
therefore, be measured in terms of the claims which follow. 
What is claimed is: 

1. A method for alerting a passenger of a vehicle of an 
25 incoming telephone call, the method comprising: 

receiving the incoming telephone call; 

transferring to a seat electronics unit telephone informa- 
tion associated with the incoming telephone call and a 
3Q predetermined voltage substantially larger than used by 
the seat electronics unit regulating the predetermined 
voltage by a regulator at the seat electronics unit to 
control a flow of telephone information for multiple 
passengers; 

35 transferring the predetermined voltage and the telephone 
information intended for the passenger from the seat 
electronics unit to a passenger control unit proximate to 
a passenger seat occupied by the passenger, the pas- 
senger control unit including a processor, a memory 
^ and a regulator; 

regulating the predetermined voltage by the regulator to 

provide a selected level of power to the processor; 
processing the telephone information to determine 
whether the telephone information includes a telephone 
45 call command indicating that the incoming telephone 
call is being directed to the passenger control unit; and 
performing a call notification scheme to notify the pas- 
senger of the incoming telephone call. 

2. The method of claim 1, wherein the performing of the 
50 call notification scheme includes activating a ringing device 

by the passenger control unit to generate audible sound to 
alert the passenger of the incoming telephone call. 

3. The method of claim 1, wherein the performing of the 
call notification scheme includes signaling the passenger 

55 control unit to activate or deactivate an overhead reading 
light corresponding to the passenger seat. 

4. The method of claim 1, wherein the performing of the 
call notification scheme includes signaling the passenger 
control unit to activate an attendant call button associated 

60 with the passenger seat. 

5. The method to claim 1, wherein the performing of the 
call notification scheme by the passenger control unit 
includes: 

signaling the passenger control unit to activate a display 
65 associated with the passenger seat to show a visible 
message, the display being remotely located from the 
passenger control unit. 
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6. The method of claim 1, wherein the performing of the 
call notification scheme by the passenger control unit 
includes: 

signaling the passenger control unit to activate a vibrator 
in the passenger seat to vibrate. 

7. A communication system adapted for use in a vehicle, 
the communication system comprising: 

circuitry for receiving an incoming telephone call and 
transferring telephone information and audio; 

a plurality of communication lines coupled to the 
circuitry, the plurality of communication lines includ- 
ing a power line to provide a predetermined voltage, a 
ground line to provide a ground reference and a plu- 
rality of digital data lines to provide the telephone 
information from the circuitry and 

a passenger control unit coupled to the plurality of com- 
munication lines, the processor control unit includes a 
processor to receive and process the telephone infor- 
mation to determine whether the telephone information 
includes a telephone call command and to perform a 
call notification scheme to alert a passenger of the 
incoming telephone call if the telephone information 
includes the telephone call command, the processor 
control unit also includes a voltage regulator to regulate 
the predetermined voltage in order to produce a lesser 
voltage used by the processor of the passenger control 
unit. 

8. The communication system of claim 7, wherein the 
plurality of communication lines further includes a first line 
to transfer incoming audio and a second line to transfer 
incoming audio. 

9. The communication system of claim 7, wherein the 
passenger control unit further includes a memory element 
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coupled to the processor and a plurality of switches coupled 
to the processor, a serial driver coupled to the processor, the 
serial driver to support the transmission of the telephone 
information between the circuitry and the passenger control 
5 unit. 

10. The communication system of claim 9, wherein the 
passenger control unit further includes a serial driver 
coupled to the processor, the serial driver to support the 
transmission of the telephone information between the cir- 

10 cuitry and the passenger control unit. 

11. The communication system of claim 9, wherein one of 
the plurality of switches of the passenger control unit is 
coupled to a flight attendant call button associated with the 

1S passenger seat occupied by the passenger. 

12. The communication system of claim 9, wherein one of 
the plurality of switches of the passenger control unit is 
coupled to a dedicated light source remotely located from 
the passenger control unit. 

20 13. The communication system of claim 9, wherein one of 
the plurality of switches of the passenger control unit is 
coupled to a scat display remotely located from the passen- 
ger control unit. 

14. The communication system of claim 9, wherein one of 
2s the plurality of switches of the passenger control unit is 

coupled to a vibrator located in the passenger seat to be 
occupied by the passenger. 

15. The communication system of claim 9 further com- 
prising a passenger control handset coupled to the passenger 

30 control unit, the passenger control handset including a 
processor, a liquid crystal display panel, a credit-card reader, 
a speaker and a microphone. 

***** 
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